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The title of the book states its purpose most eloquently. In ﬁve chapters of unequal
length, ﬁve well-known historians of mathematics, specialized in the ﬁve sets of sources that
have come down to us from, or have been excavated in Egypt, Mesopotamia, China, India,
and Islam, respectively, present a selection of sources that appear to them to capture best
the kind of mathematical knowledge developed in each of these parts of the world or the
mathematical practices elaborated there. Everybody will understand easily the importance
of such an endeavor, which ﬁlls a gap in the set of books available and will help many a
reader to get to know and, even better, teach history of mathematics in a more global
way than is still too often the case.
The ﬁve chapters composing the book were written separately and constitute each in
itself a monograph, whose main focus is to give the reader original documents to read in
English translation. Each chapter contains its own bibliography, including a section
‘‘Sources,” for the primary source material, and a section ‘‘References,” to present a selec-
tion from the secondary literature. To begin with, let us consider them in turn. The moti-
vations behind the selection of documents, the way in which the sources are presented and
organized, as well as the originality of the English translations, all these depend on the
choice of the individual author and present important variations.
In the chapter that Annette Imhausen devotes to sources produced in Egypt from the
fourth millennium BCE up to the Greco-Roman period, her goal is to highlight the ‘‘char-
acteristic features of Egyptian mathematics” (p. 7). In her view, extant sources ‘‘give us
glimpses of a mathematical system that is both similar to our school mathematics, and
yet in some respects completely diﬀerent.” In contrast to former historians who0315-0860/$ - see front matter  2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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The Mathematics of Egypt, Mesopotamia, China, India, and Islam. A sourcebook 325transformed these documents through translating them into modern terms, and were
thereby induced to issue depreciative evaluations, Imhausen sets herself the task of trans-
lating the sources more accurately. Such an aim implies that most of the translations con-
tained in the chapter are hers (except those for the Demotic papyri, for which she uses
[Parker, 1972] (p. 47)). Moreover Imhausen fulﬁlls the goals she sets herself by attempting
to place the sources in relation to the contexts in which they appear meaningful. Two main
contexts are discussed. On the one hand, mathematical sources clearly adhere to the activ-
ities of scribes in charge of economic and ﬁnancial matters in the administration of Egypt.
On the other hand, dating from a time period slightly posterior in comparison to the pre-
vious ones, documents or archeological artifacts related to architecture also demonstrate
use of mathematical concepts and techniques in the context of building activities. To illus-
trate these facts, Imhausen chose to complement the mathematical sources selected by
translations of mostly interesting documents that cast light on the part devoted to mathe-
matics in these milieus. The part played by teaching institutions appears in her chapter. For
instance, the interpretation of one of our main sources for mathematical activity, the Rhind
mathematical papyrus, is stated to have been ‘‘presumably the manual of a teacher” (p. 22).
However, to my understanding, Imhausen neither explicitly deals with this particular con-
text nor with the criteria that could allow us to assign to it the production of speciﬁc math-
ematical documents.
Her presentation of the selected mathematical pieces begins with a description of number
systems, the main arithmetical operations, and metrology.1 The subsequent sections are
organized according to a double logic, both chronologically and thematically. The section
devoted to ‘‘Hieratic Mathematical Texts,” all from the Middle Kingdom (2025 BCE–1773
BCE), is organized according to the ‘‘types of texts” to which the sources bear witness, ﬁrst
table texts and then problem texts. Among the sources falling under the former rubric,
Imhausen presents mainly tables linked to fraction reckoning or computing submultiples
of measuring units. The presentation of problem texts provides the opportunity for a
detailed discussion of textual features of problems and the algorithms attached to them.
It also allows Imhausen to introduce key mathematical questions addressed in the sources
and methods shaped to answer them. The author regularly provides help for the reader to
understand the translation, clearly distinguishing, however, between the modern mathe-
matics introduced to aid explanation and the original document itself.2 The next section
is entitled ‘‘Mathematics in Administrative Texts.” These texts complement the mathemat-
ical documents for the Middle Kingdom and constitute our sole source of information for
the New Kingdom (1550 BCE–1069 BCE). The section on ‘‘Mathematics in the Graeco-
Roman Period,” which also distinguishes table texts and problem texts, discusses both con-
tinuities and breaks in comparison with earlier documents. In particular, Imhausen under-
lines similarities between some of them and Mesopotamian sources, calling for further
research on the topic.
The chapter Eleanor Robson devotes to ‘‘Mesopotamian Mathematics” has several fea-
tures in common with the preceding chapter and yet also manifests diﬀerent choices. The
author’s main aim is to study, like some of her colleagues, Mesopotamian mathematics1 In the latter section, it is not easy to understand how capacity measurement units relate to volume
measurement units. Nor is it easy to understand why some conversions between the same units can
have diﬀerent values.
2 Note a typographical error, in the formula for the volume of the truncated pyramid (p. 34), where
an unnecessary factor 2 has crept into the formula.
326 K. Chemla‘‘on its own terms, not simply as a precursor to something else” (p. 62). To do so, in rela-
tion to theoretical discussions that have developed in the ﬁeld of anthropology, she has
pondered the ‘‘familiarizing strategies used by nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars
to domesticate mainstream historical interpretations of ancient Mesopotamian culture
towards the West and away from the Middle East” (p. 62). Her goal is to distance herself
from such attitudes by historians. This choice is reﬂected both in how she selected the doc-
uments composing the chapter and how she presents them to present-day readers. Her
selection aims not at portraying a given body of mathematics in terms that would illustrate
‘‘extraordinary or surprising examples of modernity with which you are invited to iden-
tify.” On the contrary, she chose ‘‘typical products of scribal culture.” In addition, as a sen-
sitive historian, Robson is extremely careful to describe the close contexts to which the
documents translated can be attached. In her case, wherever possible, the context is that
of a given house in a given city or that of a speciﬁc family. The notion of context is there-
fore understood in a way slightly diﬀerent from that described above for Egypt. However,
needless to say, due to the fact that many tablets were produced through illegal excava-
tions, such a demand cannot always be satisﬁed. Moreover, dissatisﬁed with previous trans-
lations, Robson gives us everywhere her own translations. Even when she agrees, for
instance, with the thrust of Jens Høyrup’s interpretation of Old Babylonian ‘‘geometrical
algebra” (p. 102), she has created her own terminology to retranslate the sources. She thus
follows, in this case, Høyrup’s main ideas for the decipherment of the texts, but her trans-
lation aims at avoiding ‘‘almost incomprehensible stand-alone English prose” (p. 67).
The presentation of the sources selected is organized according to several criteria. After a
short section on her sources and the metrology, Robson follows a chronological organiza-
tion. Section II, ‘‘The Long Third Millennium, c. 3200–2000 BCE,” presents the earliest
known tablets related to mathematics, in connection to the town and, where possible,
the buildings in which they were produced. Section III, ‘‘The Old Babylonian Period,
c. 2000–1600 BCE”, is by far the longest. It presents the sources, according to their ‘‘genre.”
Robson deals ﬁrst with the ‘‘arithmetical and metrological tables” and then turns
to ‘‘mathematical problems,” which she divides into three types, whose boundaries, she rec-
ognizes, are not strict (p. 92). A ﬁrst type contains the ‘‘problems about shape, area, and
volume (line geometry),” whereas the second comprises problems ‘‘about ﬁnding unknowns
by means of techniques such as completing the square (geometrical algebra).” The third
type relates to ‘‘problems about quasi-realistic labour scenarios.” The problem texts are
thereafter presented in subsections illustrating these three types. Robson’s main emphasis
here is on the textual and cultural features of the sources, for which she provides abundant
samples. In addition to these two kinds of text, which have long been identiﬁed as genres in
the specialized literature, Robson suggests adding a few newly discovered ‘‘types of mathe-
matical writing”, for which she gives samples: ‘‘diagrams and calculations (. . .) drawn up by
students in the process of doing arithmetical exercises and solving mathematical problems;”
‘‘lists of suitable numerical parameters (. . .) drawn up by teachers to assist in setting par-
ticular types of problems. . .”; ‘‘model documents (. . .) often diﬃcult to distinguish from
the real, working administrative records they are designed to mimic” (p. 142). One can note
that in all these cases, Robson links the functions she attributes to these texts to a teaching
environment. There as above, it may have been a good thing to devote a speciﬁc discussion
as to how the historian can identify documents as related to such a context. More generally,
in this section, Robson’s choice seems to be to let the reader embed himself or herself into
the sources, since she provides minimal help for the actual reading of the documents in their
mathematical dimensions. This option is fully coherent with her theoretical choices, which I
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chosen sources that Robson viewed as best suited for inviting the reader to enter the scribal
culture. Yet I have to confess that I was regularly defeated in my attempts at understanding
these texts.3
I was intrigued by another choice of Robson’s, who, as far as I can tell, decided not to
include any description of the sexagesimal place-value system. She simply mentions, among
the ‘‘editorial conventions,” that she will follow Friberg and opts for the fact that ‘‘the ‘sex-
agesimal point’ is marked throughout by a semicolon.” She immediately adds that ‘‘its
placing is often conjectural” (p. 73). However, whereas she follows this convention in parts
of her translations (for example, on p. 149), she seems to opt for another convention in
other cases. On p. 148, for instance, no semicolon is introduced in the translation of
UET 6/2 295, even though the explanations given seem to indicate that, according to stated
conventions, they would be needed to interpret the text. Probably something escaped my
attention, and I suggest that, in case there is a second edition of the sourcebook, the author
makes this point clearer. Lastly, the ﬁnal section, ‘‘Later Mesopotamia, c. 1400–150 BCE,”
presents an eye-catching collection of sources, as most of them can be attached to an amaz-
ingly precise context, a fact as precious as it is rare for such early time periods. Moreover,
they present continuities as well as breaks with respect to the previous time period, which,
like in the case of Demotic sources, await further research.
In sum, the ﬁrst two chapters of the book illustrate both similar and diﬀerent
approaches. They make similar choices with respect to the translations and the attention
given to the genres of text represented among our sources or the context in which docu-
ments were produced. However, they diﬀer in their use of modern mathematics as well
as in how they approach the context to which sources are attached. We shall see that they
illustrate historiographic options quite diﬀerent from those taken in the following three
chapters.
The next chapter of the book, ‘‘Chinese mathematics,” authored by Joseph Dauben and
by far the longest one (200 pages), is quite diﬀerent in its conception from the one just
examined. Its eight sections, and their subsections, are organized around the important
books that have come down to us and bear witness to the main mathematical achievements
accomplished by Chinese practitioners of mathematics. As Dauben explains in his intro-
ductory part, ‘‘What this chapter on China intends to provide is an overview of some of
the highlights of Chinese mathematics, focusing upon examples of historical interest, as
well as upon methods and problems that are either especially typical of Chinese mathemat-
ics, or that prove to be unusually innovative in their methods and procedures” (p. 187).
This goal, which clearly diﬀers from the one Robson set herself, accounts for the strategy
Dauben followed in his selection of source material in the chapter. The set of documents
chosen fulﬁlls the goal pursued and give an overview of the main results in what is seen
as the ‘‘historical evolution of Chinese mathematics” (p. 210). The ﬁrst two sections provide
basic information on the Chinese-language number system as well as the fundamental tool
for calculating used in China, at least until the 15th century: the counting rod system. The
abacus and its spread from the 15th century onwards, however, are left aside. Dauben also
does not deal with metrological systems per se, as was the case in the previous two chapters.3 Note that some typographical errors have crept into the few developments given in modern
mathematical terms. For instance, on l. 2 of p. 146, I assume the author meant to add a power 2 to
16. Moreover, it seems to me that the diagrams reconstructed to explain the method in UET 6/2 295
need to be checked.
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sources is also opposed to Robson’s. There are almost no original translations, except
the excerpts quoted from Zhu Shijie’s Precious Mirror of the Four Elements (1303). All
the other passages quoted are taken from already published books or papers. The Suan
shu shu, a title rendered by Dauben as A Book on Numbers and Computations, is the oldest
writing quoted.4 By contrast to the other mathematical documents selected, which were all
handed down through the written tradition, the Suan shu shu is known thanks to a manu-
script discovered in a tomb sealed ca. 186 BCE. For the passages of this book that Dauben
includes in his chapter, he uses his own translation published in Archive for History of
Exact Sciences (62 (2008), pp. 91–178). Otherwise, he relies on translations by other
authors, references being given in the section ‘‘Sources” in section X, ‘‘Appendices.” For
instance, the subsection on the ‘‘Zhou bi suan jing (Mathematical Classic of the Zhou Gno-
mon)” (pp. 216–226) relies on Christopher Cullen’s translation published in 1996, Astron-
omy and mathematics in ancient China (Cambridge University Press), whereas section V,
‘‘The Chinese ‘Euclid’, Liu Hui” (pp. 226–292) relies on [Shen et al., 1999]. The latter book
contains a translation of a Classic probably compiled in the ﬁrst century CE, The Nine
Chapters, as well as the two commentaries handed down with it: the commentary com-
pleted by Liu Hui in 263 and the subcommentary presented to the throne by Li Chunfeng
in 656. Dauben thus relies on the 1999 English translation to present signiﬁcant parts of
these distinct layers of documents.5 In addition to the translations, Dauben provides histor-
ical information and explanations in modern mathematical terms for the passages quoted.
Naturally, using translations previously published raises the question of the reliability of
those translations, whether the interpretation suggested should be taken with some caution
or has simply become outdated. It is true, as Dauben rightly recognizes, that two authors
can give dramatically diﬀerent interpretations of the same sentences (p. 215). Perhaps it is
important in such cases to provide the reader with at least a map of divergent interpreta-
tions for the most important passages. To mention but one example, Shen et al.’s [1999]
translation of the algorithm to deal with what we call systems of simultaneous linear equa-
tions, which is quoted on pp. 277–282, adopts the traditional interpretation that the text
involves a ‘‘sign rule” (pp. 276–7, 279). Yet, I have expressed doubts as to whether this
interpretation should be maintained, suggesting an alternative interpretation [Chemla,
1992]. The question that is raised is that of the nature of the positive and negative entities
mentioned by The Nine Chapters.
Given that this is my own ﬁeld of expertise, I shall insert here a few comments on the
translations provided. Since, however, I shall limit my remarks to a few lines, I shall4 Indeed, it was the oldest Chinese writing on mathematics known when the book was published.
In the last couple of years, new manuscripts have appeared, either from archaeological excavations
or from the market of antiquities. To date (September 2011), we still await the publication of these
texts.
5 Let me note here a slight diﬀerence. In fact, although the translation in [Shen et al., 1999] is used,
Dauben opts for a diﬀerent layout of the source material. In the ancient editions through which we
have access to the text of The Nine Chapters and its commentaries, the text of the classic is regularly
interrupted by sentences or longer developments from either one of the commentators. Shen
Kangshen et al. chose to present The Nine Chapters as a continuous text and to transform the
ancient commentaries as footnotes to the text, parallel to Shen Kangshen’s own footnotes on it.
Instead, Dauben translates, on the one hand, the text of The Nine Chapters and, on the other hand,
the various parts attributed to a commentator, each in a continuous paragraph.
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the algorithm from the Suan shu shu computing square roots (whose title Dauben translates
as ‘‘square ﬁelds,” p. 210). As far as I can tell, this procedure can be interpreted as calcu-
lating the length of the side of a square ﬁeld, whose area is 240 bu. The idea behind the com-
putation can be reformulated, in modern terms, as an interpolation between two guesses on
the value sought-for. In actors’ terms, it seems that the procedure for ‘‘excess and deﬁ-
ciency” (double false position) is used to determine an approximate value of the root. As
a result, two measurement units for length that, in the translation, are interpreted as
expressing units for area should, in my view, in fact be interpreted as units for length.
Moreover, instead of stating that root extraction is a topic dealt with in The Nine Chapters
and not in the Suan shu shu, it may be more accurate to suggest that both books address the
issue, but with diﬀerent algorithms. The ﬁnal sentence of the same excerpt seems to refer to
a concern for the restoring (復 fu) of the original number by application of the reverse oper-
ation, rather than a concern for a repetition. Similar concerns for restoring numbers by
applying the reverse operation recur regularly in the book and elsewhere, for instance in
the other algorithm of the Suan shu shu to which this one refers and which allows practi-
tioners to execute a division between complex quantities.
Lastly, as is well known, the exercise of reviewing regularly leads a reviewer to ask for
further developments. Even though this demand is certainly unfair for a chapter that is
already the longest one in the volume, I wonder whether the explanations provided are
always suﬃcient to allow the reader to fully understand the original document in transla-
tion. I shall only mention the statement of the ‘‘Pythagorean theorem” in the opening sec-
tion of the Mathematical Classic of the Zhou Gnomon. As Dauben emphasizes, the
interpretation of this passage with its commentaries has been ‘‘the subject of considerable
debate among historians of mathematics” (p. 215). In such circumstances, can the reader
who reads only the translation of the related few lines of the Mathematical Classic of the
Zhou Gnomon, without the commentaries handed down through the written tradition with
the Classic, (p. 217) reach a safe conclusion of his or her own on the matter? As mentioned
above, for the chapter on Mesopotamia, the conjunction of an explanatory introduction
and the translation of a source may sometimes be insuﬃcient for the reader to be able
to read an original document.
In conclusion, let me stress that at this point in the reading of the book, several interest-
ing echoes start appearing between the chapters: similar problems, similar methods, etc. It
does not seem to have been an intention of the editor that such comparisons be developed
or that questions of circulation should systematically be addressed. In this context, it is
more than welcome that Dauben opens his chapter by a sketch of circulations of artifacts
and pieces of knowledge in the Eurasian continent up until the 7th century. One may hope
that such a concern will develop more steadily in the future.
The chapter ‘‘Mathematics in India,” composed by Kim Plofker, shares several features
with the previous chapter. In particular, the translations are for the most part a collection
of already published English translations, unless they come from unpublished PhD theses
or forthcoming books. As is clearly indicated, only some of them are Plofker’s own. In
addition, in some cases – like passages of the Brahmasphutasiddhanta translated by David
Pingree – Plofker modiﬁes other authors’ original translations.6 Plofker provides the infor-6 It is true that the interpretation of part of the text translated remains controversial today
[Kichenassamy, 2010].
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the section ‘‘Sources,” in Section VII, ‘‘Appendices.” Here too, the word ‘‘sources” has the
double meaning of referring both to the original documents from which one quotes and to
the translations that are the sources of Plofker’s chapter. Since this feature is common to
the last three chapters of the book, it relates probably to the guidelines given by the editor
Victor Katz. In the case of the chapter on India, it would have been a good thing, however,
to include in these references the page numbers from which Plofker selected the translation
quoted. Moreover, in the main text, the reader ﬁnds very few references to the titles listed in
the subsection ‘‘References” of the bibliography, which is attached to the chapter and
records secondary literature on which Plofker relied to compose it.7 The reader needs to
know that he or she must turn to the section ‘‘Sources” to know who translated the doc-
ument quoted. The reader also has to make the connection between the knowledge on
mathematics in India presented in the chapter and the subsection ‘‘References,” if he or
she wants to inquire further into a question raised. This choice is understandable if the
main purpose of the book is to give readers source material to read. However, would it
not have been a good idea to help the reader extend his or her knowledge beyond the book?
Lastly, one may regret that no publication in any language but English is mentioned. Kurt
Elfering’s book on the Aryabhatiya [Elfering, 1975] or Franc¸ois Patte’s translation of parts
of Bhaskara II’s mathematical works into French [Patte, 2004] represent important contri-
butions that could have been mentioned.
If we now focus on how Plofker chose to compose her chapter, we note that the treat-
ment of the history of mathematics in India is presented chronologically, with due attention
paid to the context, wherever possible. The originality of the chapter, in contrast to the pre-
vious ones, lies in the fact that it covers the time period from the earliest documents up until
‘‘modern global mathematics.” This is certainly an excellent idea and does raise the ques-
tion of the time period when a chapter should stop covering what happens in a given place,
if the treatment is organized geographically. As for its focus, Plofker’s selection of sources
aims at presenting both the main ‘‘achievements” and the main features of the practices of
mathematics, as the most important extant documents attest to them. Most of the time,
simple and eﬃcient mathematical commentaries in modern terms are added, and they do
help the reader to make sense of the text translated. Lastly, the chapter is the only one that
often raises questions of parallels in other traditions and addresses issues of circulation of
knowledge.
The ﬁnal chapter, ‘‘Mathematics in Medieval Islam,” represents yet another way of con-
ceiving of the selection of documents and their translation. To begin with, like the previous
two chapters, the author, Lennart Berggren, relies for the most part on previously pub-
lished translations, some being his own, to cover the ﬁeld. Exceptions include, for instance,
parts of Abu Kamil’s book on algebra, translated for the book from a facsimile edition of a
manuscript. Further, going beyond translations into English, Berggren includes in his selec-
tion English translations of documents published earlier in French, such as A. Djebbar’s
translation of Ibn Mun’im’s work on combinatorics; or in German, such as P. Luckey’s
translation of a work by Thabit ibn Qurra on the solution of quadratic equation (see the7 Note that some titles seem to be missing from the subsection ‘‘References”. For instance, the
subsection ‘‘Sources” refers to two translations by Plofker or a translation by Pingree, as Pingree
2000, Plofker 2000 as well as Plofker and White 2003. Reference to these publications is not added
to the subsection ‘‘References.” Perhaps they refer to the date when a translation was completed?
I cannot tell.
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gren’s strategy. Among the translations quoted, Berggren regularly chose to include some
of the earliest translations published, like those by Franz Woepcke (1826–1864) or Heinrich
Suter (1848–1922). This option allows the reader to see that the eﬀort to research the his-
tory of mathematics written in Arabic started long ago in several parts of Europe. How-
ever, when new critical editions and modern translations of these texts exist, or for other
reasons, Berggren’s English translation sometimes modiﬁes the original translation. This
is, for instance, the case with Suter’s translation of Ibn al-Haytham’s treatment of the mea-
surement of the paraboloid. Suter published his translation in 1911–12. Berggren modiﬁes
it on the basis of the critical edition and French translation published in [Rashed, 1993,
208–293].8 Like the two chapters discussed previously, usually the full reference to the
translation quoted is to be found in the section ‘‘Sources” of the bibliography of the chap-
ter, whereas occasional references occur in the main text.
Berggren’s intention behind his selection of documents is made explicit in the following
sentence: ‘‘The most we claim for our selections is that they are representative of both the
range of topics found in medieval mathematics and of the quality of its better work”
(p. 519). To do so, Berggren covers the main achievements obtained by mathematicians
who wrote in Arabic up until the 15th century. His conception is broad, since, quite inter-
estingly, he includes works related to practical geometry and the making of instruments
(astrolabes or geometrical instruments) as well as texts bearing witness to theoretical reﬂec-
tion on mathematics. As an introduction to his sources, Berggren provides an ‘‘Historical
outline” of what he sees as being the main lines of development of mathematics in Arabic.
Thereafter, to present his related selections of sources, he opts for an organization com-
pletely diﬀerent from that in the other chapters: present-day subdisciplines of mathematics
(‘‘Arithmetic,” ‘‘Algebra,” ‘‘Number theory,” etc.). Clearly, the intention presiding over the
choice of documents and their organization diﬀers markedly with how, for instance,
Robson proceeded for her chapter.
The historical overview emphasizes that in Berggren’s view, the mathematical writings
published in Arabic during the time span he is dealing with, inherited from three traditions.
Among them, Berggren lists ‘‘Greek mathematics,” whose process of translation into
Arabic is discussed in the following section. Moreover, he adds the tradition that some
actors refer to as ‘‘Indian,” which is not analyzed in any speciﬁc section, but is alluded
to throughout the sections. Lastly, Berggren also includes the mathematics of practitioners,
among whom he counts ‘‘surveyors, builders, artisans in geometric design, tax and treasury
oﬃcials, and some merchants” (p. 516). It soon becomes clear that by the term ‘‘surveyors,”
he has in mind the tradition brought to light by Jens Høyrup and deriving from Mesopo-
tamia, whose inﬂuence Berggren discusses in relation to Al-Khwarizmi’s algebra. Such a
discussion is most welcome and raises open questions. For instance, how do these new
results combine with the important Indian inﬂuence on Al-Khwarizmi’s algebra brought
to light in [Ruska, 1917]? As far as I can tell, this question awaits further research.
The choice of organizing source material according to present-day categories reveals that
the part devoted to geometry and related ﬁelds is much longer than that devoted to arith-
metic, algebra, number theory or combinatorics. Probably, this distribution reﬂects the
author’s scientiﬁc preferences, which would be quite natural. Perhaps also, this distribution
is based on an assessment of the relative importance of the various ﬁelds that Arabic8 It seems, however, that the latter reference is not given either in the chapter or in its bibliography.
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an excellent idea to add a full analysis of this issue in the chapter.
I would like to oﬀer some reﬂections here on some of the consequences of using present-
day categories to organize the sources selected. Among the topics dealt with in the section
on ‘‘arithmetic,” Berggren inserts the translation of Al-Kashi (d. 1429)’s procedure for the
extraction of a ﬁfth root. Is the inclusion of this operation in this section the reﬂection of an
actor’s category? Did all actors agree on this classiﬁcation? Or is it due to observer’s
understanding of where it belongs? As far as I can tell, the question is not addressed.
We shall see below that this classiﬁcation may hide interesting phenomena. Let us ﬁrst
recall that [Luckey, 1948], followed by [Juschkewitsch (Youschkevitch), [1961] 1964,
243], had suggested that this algorithm possibly betrays al-Kashi’s knowledge of Chinese
methods, whether the transmission occurred in al-Kashi’s time or earlier. It has recently
come to light that this procedure was known to As-Samaw’al, who included it in a treatise
completed in 1172 [Rashed, 1978]. On this basis and other arguments, Rashed [1974, e.g.,
151, 153] rejected the hypothesis of a connection to China. However, the situation is not so
clear, since, in fact, As-Samaw’al’s writings echoes 11th–13th century Chinese sources, in
which the same algorithm can be found [Chemla, 1994].
The situation becomes even more interesting if one takes into account the numerical
solutions to algebraic equations. Another recently found Arabic manuscript has at last
revealed how algebraic equations were solved numerically in Arabic sources, beyond
al-Khwarizmi’s solution by radicals for algebraic equations and al-Khayyam’s approach
to the solution by the intersection of conic sections. This approach had been long docu-
mented by references in the medieval literature, but it was only with the publication in
1986 of Sharaf al-Din at-Tusi’s book On Equations (second half of the 12th century) that
a numerical method of solution to cubic equations was actually revealed in an Arabic
source. This aspect turns out to be a feature of the history of equations that Berggren chose
not to include in the part on algebra of his chapter. In my view, however, this document is
interesting in two respects. On the one hand, according to the reconstruction carried out in
[Rashed, 1974, 1986], Tusi’s tabular layout for solving equations is very similar to
al-Kashi’s layout for the computation, when the latter presents the extraction of higher
degree roots. This remark illustrates why a classiﬁcation of source material according to
modern categories may obscure how close some topics were to the original practitioners.
On the other hand, Tusi’s approach also strongly evokes Chinese documents, in which
the solution of algebraic equations is approached in very similar ways. In other words,
the question of a possible historical relationship between Arabic and Chinese sources is still
alive, even though it has been modiﬁed in its formulation after the discovery of al-Tusi’s On
equations [Chemla, 1995]. More research awaits us on these questions. This example suﬃces
to indicate that the issue of understanding how the sets of sources written in the various
languages considered in this book were connected in history is far from being settled yet.
These questions may look unessential, since it is already amply suﬃcient to have as many
sources as Berggren has provided in his selection. However, the reason I believe they are
still worth raising relates to the overall project of the book.
As we have seen, it is composed of ﬁve somewhat diﬀerent chapters, each dealing with a
distinct set of sources from a given part of the planet and each reﬂecting the theoretical ori-
entations of their authors. Some authors have focused on situating their sources in the mili-
eus or physical places in which they were produced. Some have placed emphasis on the
various genres of mathematical writing into which the sources could be classiﬁed. Some
have rather paid a greater attention to the main achievements that can be identiﬁed in
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ﬁeld of history of mathematics in the present day. However, if our goal is, as Katz suggests
in his preface, to outline a global history of mathematics, is such a history going to be con-
stituted of quasi-independent chapters each displaying a ‘‘diﬀerent mathematics”? In my
view, this question raises two sets of issues.
Mathematical practices and bodies of knowledge display connections, circulations, and
discussions, as Dauben has underlined in his introductory statements and as several
authors in the book have emphasized. Comparison between bodies of knowledge and
emphasis on routes of exchanges appear to me as essential research programs if we are
to achieve a global history. But there is more. Given the extensive circulation of knowledge
to which our sources testify, is the cohesion of a set of sources, gathered together on
account of the fact that they use the ‘‘same” language or they were produced in a same geo-
graphical area, a priori greater than the cohesion of subsets of sources written in diﬀerent
languages but bearing witness to common concepts and procedures? The assumption is
widely shared in history of mathematics that we can divide the sources by ‘‘language” or
‘‘geographical entities.” Should not this assumption be reassessed?
On the other hand, what do we mean by ‘‘diﬀerent mathematics” and, once this point is
clariﬁed, to which social entities are we going to associate these ‘‘diﬀerent mathematics”?
These questions can be all the better raised and need to be raised, thanks to the fact that
at last we have editorial endeavors such as the book under review. This volume thus high-
lights issues of the utmost importance and will remain an important resource on which gen-
erations of teachers will be able to rely to tell a history of mathematics which extends far
beyond the reaches to which it was until recently conﬁned. For all these reasons, our col-
leagues are to be thanked!
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